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Let the chips fall

Let the chips fall! But be aware of likely consequences

Philip Ashmole, Co-ordinator, Carrifran Wildwood project of Borders Forest Trust

The comments that follow are not a scientific analysis, but
simply reflections on the decade that has passed since the
start of our Wildwood project, for which we used the
strapline ‘Ecological restoration in the Southern Uplands of
Scotland'.

My interpretation of the idiom “Let the chips fall where they
may” is expressed neatly in one of the definitions that
come up on the web. It is “not to worry about the effects of
your actions”. This seems to sum up a key feature of
ecological restoration (rewilding) as opposed to
conservation.

Conservation is essentially about management, acting to
promote the welfare of one or more species or habitats
that are deemed to be threatened.

Ecological restoration, in contrast, aims to re-establish
an ecosystem, or at least a specific habitat, in
approximately the form that it was in before massive
human intervention, and then gradually to withdraw
management and let natural processes determine the
outcome.

In the latter case, one reasonable qualifier is that in an era
of anthropogenic climate change it may in some cases be
apparent that under current conditions (or those likely to
develop in the near future) the ecosystem of the past will
no longer flourish in exactly its pristine form. There may
then be a case for some modification, such as addition of
a few species suited to warmer conditions.

summits (750-820m asl) and in
some places where Scottish
Natural Heritage did not allow us to
plant trees (Carrifran is both an
SSSI and SAC). Even in the latter
places, however, the sward is
becoming denser and changing in composition.

Modern anthropogenic habitats often have low
biodiversity, but the species present may be
abundant and attractive. Restored habitats,

though more nearly natural, may lack some of

the species that we have come to expect and to
appreciate

Rowan among the 450,000 trees established in Carrifran

In any case, it is important to be clear-sighted about the
likely consequences of ecological restoration. Modern
anthropogenic habitats often have low biodiversity, but the
species present may be abundant and attractive. Restored
habitats, though more nearly natural, may lack some of
the species that we have come to expect and to
appreciate.

At Carrifran Wildwood we are now ten years into a
programme of ecological restoration that aims to re-create
an ecosystem that underwent catastrophic modification by
human agency many centuries ago (Ashmole & Ashmole
2009). Some six square kilometres of denuded sheepwalk
will be gradually transformed into a diverse broadleaf
forest. Open areas will persist, both on the most exposed
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One of our volunteers recently commented that the
foodplant for orange tip butterflies was declining at
Carrifran because of changes in the vegetation, and
suggested that we should do some strimming to mimic a
grazing regime. We probably won't go down the route of
micromanagement for orange tips since we are committed
to letting nature take over. However, the matter is
complicated because we lack the full complement of
originally native herbivores (as well as carnivores) and are
anyhow intervening at present by culling roe deer to allow
our half million rather even-aged and vulnerable saplings
to get established.

By coincidence, another example of the complex effects of
‘rewilding’ has been in our minds recently. One afternoon
in early September my wife and | spent a wonderful half
hour watching otters mating in the large pond in our
garden near Peebles (where we have built an artificial
holt). But in the previous week we had seen an otter in the
same pond make a hunting dash at the only moorhen that
has been there this summer. The moorhen escaped that
time, but no young were raised on the pond this year,
probably because of the otters (which we have seen
hunting moorhen chicks in the past). So getting the otters
back in our catchment has a downside, although it is a
step towards a more natural situation.

Local ornithologists have noted that black-headed gull
colonies in wetlands and coot numbers on some lakes are
also declining in the Scottish Borders, and otter predation
is suspected as the cause. Since otters were probably top
aquatic predators even in prehistoric times, their current
density may well be approximately the natural one.
Waterbirds may therefore have suffered much higher
predation rates than we have come to expect. Presumably
their populations survived because wetland habitats were
far more extensive and complex than they are now. This
reminds us of a planning regulation in force in some states
in the USA, specifying that if a new pond is to be made, it
must not be made in existing wetland, since it would then
reduce the area of that valuable habitat. Now that beavers
are back in Scotland we can hope that complex wetlands
will be re-created, allowing coexistence of otters and
waterbirds.

Restored populations of raptors in Scotland are probably
having effects analogous to those caused by otters, and it
is also becoming apparent that interactions among raptor
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species — rarely seen while populations were grossly
depressed — are a major feature of natural avian
communities. Kestrels seem to have declined as buzzards
have become abundant, and there have been
observations of what seems to be murder of golden eagles
by sea eagles.

Since otters were probably top aquatic
predators, even in prehistoric times, their
current density may well be approximately the
natural one. Water birds may therefore have
suffered much higher predation rates than we
have come to expect

The lack of large predators in so many of our surviving
ecosystems has rendered it difficult to gain understanding
of the functioning of more natural ones. John Terborgh
and his colleagues (2006), who studied newly created
islands in a Venezuelan valley flooded by a new reservoir,
gained evidence to support the suspicion — long held by
some ecologists — that many terrestrial habitats have
luxuriant plant cover only because herbivores are kept in
check by predators. Aldo Leopold (1948) had reached this
conclusion — though less rigorously — long ago when he
wrote:

Since then | have lived to see state after state extirpate
its wolves. | have watched the face of many a newly
wolfless mountain, and seen the south-facing slopes
wrinkle with a maze of new deer trails. | have seen
every edible bush and seedling browsed, first to
anaemic desuetude, and then to death. | have seen
every edible tree defoliated to the height of a
saddlehorn. Such a mountain looks as if someone had
given God a new pruning shears, and forbidden Him all
other exercise. In the end the starved bones of the
hoped-for deer herd, dead of its own too-much, bleach
with the bones of the dead sage, or molder under the
high-lined junipers.

Let us hope, therefore, that in the long run we may be able
to restore at least some of our large terrestrial predators.
When we do, we must not be surprised if some species
suffer under their impact. In the meantime, if we are to see
the rest of our restored ecosystems function in a nearly
normal manner, we may need to use guns to mimic the
actions of the missing carnivores,

Ashmole, M. J. & Ashmole, N. P. 2009. The Carrifran
Wildwood Story: Ecological restoration from the grass
roots. Borders Forest Trust, Jedburgh.

Leopold, A. 1948. A Sand County Almanac, and Sketches
here and there. Oxford University Press.

Terborgh, J., Feeley, K. Silman, M., Nufez, P., &
Balukjian, B. 2006. Vegetation dynamics of predator-
free land-bridge islands. Journal of Ecology 94, 253-263
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Are human attitudes a threat to wildland?

Michael Jeeves, wildland enthusiast

The pasque-flower (Pulsatilla vulgaris) is one of the most
beautiful and iconic of British wild flowers. lts purple
blooms appear around Easter and adorn a few special
places, but where it occurs the turf can be studded by
large numbers of flowers. These are generally small and
are on short stalks, competing with a multitude of other
plants for space, water and nutrients, and all having to
cope with grazing animals and human visitors too.
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Pasque flower — photo David Castor

On my rockery, however, there is a large pasque-flower
plant, also Pulsatilla vulgaris, | obtained from a garden
centre about 25 years ago. | tend it carefully, preventing
competition from other plants so that every year it delivers
lots of large, magnificent flowers. It is much more
impressive to look at than the wild pasque-flowers, but it is
not wild and it is not in a natural place, depending on how
those difficult words are defined. After all, humans are part
of nature too, so our actions can be considered to be
natural.

But what should be done if the population of a rare plant
such as the pasque-flower falls into decline? Should it be
left to compete with other plants and animals, unaided by
humans, or should it be given a helping hand to ensure its
future? And how much help is acceptable? Attitudes to
these questions have, perhaps, hardened into more of an
interventionist approach in recent years, fuelled by the
growth of interest in nature conservation and the desire to
succeed and obtain value for money. It is difficult to watch
a species become extinct in a particular location, but
losses in nature are inevitable. If we tend a wild plant so
that it does not die, perhaps by putting cages around it to
stop rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) eating it, will it still be
wild and is that the right action to take (Marren 2005)?

Similarly, if a grassland Site of Special Scientific Interest
(SSSI) falls into decline, until many of its special plants
have been lost, should we try to re-introduce them by, for
example, spreading green hay? Will any plants that return
by this method be wild or is this just another form of
gardening? This procedure may not succeed anyway, but
if it is not tried, many SSSlIs will surely remain species-
poor and perhaps be unworthy of their designation.
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It is therefore unsurprising
that people  manipulate
nature to achieve the results
that they want to see, despite
the fact that naturalness has
hitherto been considered an
important criterion in
evaluating SSSIs, but where
does this leave the ‘hands-
off ‘rewilding’ approach? After all, SSSIs and other
designated areas such as Special Areas of Conservation
and Special Protection Areas are scattered throughout
Britain and if human control is to be used to deliver pre-
determined objectives, where will there be room for the
wild? This apparent conflict has already raised concerns in
the European Union and even outside of designated sites
there are other obstacles to the wild, such as flood risk
managers frowning upon trees in floodplains and hostility
towards predators from many landowners.

SSSis and other designated areas such as SACs
and SPAs are scattered throughout Britain and if
human control is to be used to deliver pre-
determined objectives, where will there be room
for the wild?

Landowners are not the only ones who have strong
concerns about predators, however. Despite ecologists’
claims that predators are an essential component of any
ecosystem (e.g. Dennis 1995), even some
conservationists and wildlife enthusiasts dislike them,
controlling numbers on nature reserves so that they do not
interfere with objectives to, for example, produce as many
lapwing (Vanellus vanellus) young as possible. A
proposed re-introduction of the white-tailed eagle
(Haliaeetus albicilla) into England has run into trouble
because of opposition from various quarters, prompting
one author to suggest that there are two differing visions
of the future of the countryside. One is a safe and
conservative model, the other accepts a degree of danger
and inconvenience (Mabey 2009).

Of course, as a nation of gardeners, in a densely
populated land dominated by farming, it is not surprising
that the British people like to be in control and think that
nature can be improved upon. A few years ago, when the
campaign to reduce the use of peat in gardening was
getting underway, one unconvinced gardener was taken
up to the Flow Country in Caithness, to see the vast, wild
peatlands there, being threatened by peat digging. To the
surprise of some, he proclaimed on looking over the
peatlands that he liked his garden much more and that the
peatlands failed to impress him.

At the root of some of these conflicts are
differing interpretations of the words wild and
natural, and therefore wilderness and wildland

too

At the root of some of these conflicts are differing
interpretations of the words wild and natural, and therefore
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wilderness and wildland too. Some people argue that
humans are part of nature and therefore everything we do
is natural, so the idea of wilderness or wildland has no
value. But they are playing with words, because while
humans are certainly part of nature, that word can also be
used to mean ‘other than human’. The idea of wilderness
does have value (Keeling 2008).

The spiritual value of wildland has been beautifully
described by Stegner (1969) and others, but its
contribution to biodiversity conservation perhaps requires
further investigation. Similarly, people’s attitudes towards
wildland and predators is also in need of more exploration
and understanding if we are ever to have more than a
handful of wildland projects in Britain, and all away from
designated areas.

Dennis, R. 1995 Scotland’s Native Forest — Return of the
Wild. ECOS 16 (2): 17-21

Keeling, P. 2008. Does the Idea of Wilderness Need a
Defence? Environmental Values 17: 505-519

Mabey, R. (2009) A Brush with Nature. BBC Wildlife. June
2009 p24

Marren, P. 2005. Comment — Caged Flowers. British
Wildlife 17: 33-41

Stegner, W. (1969) Wilderness Letter in The Sound of
Mountain Water Penguin Books

Michael Jeeves is Head of Conservation with the
Leicestershire and Rutland Wildlife Trust and a wildland
enthusiast. The views expressed here are his own.
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Nothing Without Conservation?

Neil Fitzmaurice, Friends of Blacka Moor

We started the Friends of Blacka Moor group informally in 2005 after the Council decided to lease our
favourite walking area to a wildlife trust. We were alarmed by plans to change the covenant on the land to
allow for it to become managed as a nature reserve, with plans for the erection of barbed wire fencing, cattle
grazing and a blitz on trees. Despite a lengthy consultation, protests and a petition, these plans have gone
ahead largely unaltered

Now the local Parks and Countryside Department has
been classifying and categorizing all its green spaces in
preparation for the unveiling of a new Green Spaces
Strategy intended to facilitate efficient delivery of new
quality management standards. It's a fair bet that one
category of green space | would like to see will not figure
in this review.

We need places like this to help us to regain a
little sanity. They would be natural refuges which
are part of nobody’s programme of management

I've had a vague pipedream on and off for many years
which amounts to this: close to all major population
centres should be large natural spaces where the land is
hardly managed at all. The main criteria would be simply a
sense of natural tranquillity as far as that can be managed
in today’s world, and the absence of any other agenda.
Good access points should be the responsibility of the
local authority as should an attractive green corridor
approaching the site and perhaps one good PRoW or
bridleway going through. Apart from that people can make
their own footpaths. Obviously the law of the land would
have to apply and open access would not imply a right to
turn it into a motorized race track.

With the dominance of the nature conservation
organizations and their ‘scientific’ designations it's hard for
any other approach like this to get a look in. | would like to
have access to countryside areas where managers take a
back seat, where natural beauty and peaceful atmosphere
is protected not just from development but also from
exploitation for economic purposes and from special
interest groups including conservation professionals. In
fact the absence of bureaucratic involvement would be
crucial although possibly hardest to achieve. We need
places like this to help us to regain a little sanity. They
would be natural refuges which are part of nobody’s
programme of management; we are comparable to the
stressed out urban priests withdrawing temporarily to a
spiritual retreat.

What kind of refuge?

My thought was always that certain places should simply
exist in their own right, dancing to nobody’s tune. These
should be places that are wilder than other more managed
green spaces. It really should not be that difficult. The
problem is that the numerous candidates for such places
have mostly been appropriated by more and more
conservation designations administered bureaucratically
and driven by increasingly professional and vocal pleaders
for their sectional interests. The natural tranquillity lobby, if
there ever got to be one, would hardly be noted for
shouting loudest.

Yet for many years at Blacka Moor we had just such an
oasis. There had been a previous history as a grouse
moor and the joy here was that the woodland vegetation
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springing up was fighting back from the controlling forces
that had held it down, like the cultural explosion that
sometimes follows the fall of a dictatorship. Walking on a
grouse moor can be one of the more dull and predictable
outdoor experiences and if there is no rocky outcrop,
water feature or distant view to give visual satisfaction you
can find yourself counting the sheep droppings. But on
Blacka the managers for many years were absent,
sleeping or emasculated by lack of resources.

Blacka’s delights could be put down to its wilder character.
Intervention had been restricted to providing decent
access. We have rowan and hawthorn flowering and
fruiting in abundance with warblers and cuckoos singing
while the neighbouring, sheep-grazed moor is dominated
by managed heather. Here banks are covered with
profusions of bilberry, crowberry and bracken where each
year local people pull aside the bracken in July to reveal
the harvest of fruit underneath. Sprouting up in the leggy
heather is birch, pine, holly, oak and thorn with alders in
the damp places along the streams. Badgers foxes and
hares are the regular larger mammals and more lately
increasing numbers of red deer feel at home in a place
where economic activity had receded. The sightings of
these have at times been spectacular as the trees give
them a sense of security not felt on the bare moors.

T L g

Bilberry on Blacka Moor

How can we get more places like this?

Selected areas of moorland would be a good place to start
especially where publicly owned. First requirements would
be the removal of farm livestock and all management
plans designed to artificially control habitats to attract
certain species. From there would come a declaration that
peace and tranquillity and natural forces are paramount.
There’s probably an optimum size for such a space and it
helps if the nearby green areas are at least natural in feel.

The more managed and classified a place is the
more it loses of this sense of a separate identity
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Two acres in the middle of an industrial estate is unlikely
to fit the bill. Having said that as a child my own small
bedroom had a window from which | could see (and often
hear) Europe’s largest car factory. Despite this my early
and middle childhood was spent exploring our favourite
secret and natural places each with its own special
atmosphere. Across a nearby field was a wood
unmanaged in the recent past. Then there were the newt
ponds and, best of all, the ‘island’ that stood proud in the
middle of the field with sunken areas where dens could be
made under the tall willow herb. The last of these did not
survive long and was deeply mourned after one day the
farmer arrived with a bulldozer. In my later childhood the
others succumbed to the post-war council housing boom.
But the memory lives on as having had access to places
that still resonate in the imagination. So maybe smaller
places can work, for children at least.

Red deer on Blacka Moor, October 2008

The childhood experience helps us identify what is
important. The appeal lies partly in food for the
imagination. It is best when you sense the place has a
secret life of its own; for example, the hours of darkness
dominate for much of the year and that is when much
wildlife is most active. Even in summer daylight one part of
Blacka becomes all but inaccessible when bracken and
other rampant growth discourages visitors. A few
mornings ago at 7am a series of fortissimo bellows came
up from that part of the site (a reminder that the rutting
season is here). | can remember often opening my
childhood bedroom window at night and looking towards
the shadow of the old oak climbing tree listening for a
tawny owl. The more managed and classified a place is
the more it loses of this sense of a separate identity.

But what about views?

The succession to woodland can't be denied and don't
people like ‘openness? I'm not averse to human impact
here and those who wish to keep some open spaces
among the trees to enhance the appeal, assuming there
are no deer or other wildlife doing it for them should not be
prevented from pulling up saplings. This could be the
responsibility of volunteers from a local Friends Group. |
am adamant that this must not be planned by a remote
and deskbound bureaucracy after consulting with
numerous other statutory offices, all peopled by those who
never previously experienced, valued or even visited the
site, and then inserted into the work programme of a
management plan, following which funds have to be
secured from another bureaucracy, to be implemented by
contractors who have similarly never been there before
with plant and machinery alien to the character of the
place.

This is no travesty. Blacka is now managed by a wildlife
trust with headquarters seven miles away. They are
indisputably a bureaucracy as are the City Council who
are trustees of the land and part fund the trust, and
Natural England who tell them what to do, and there are
supporting parts played by other agencies such as
DEFRA, Rural Payments Agency, and HLF while The
Charity Commission agonises about whether conservation
can be compatible with the recreational elements in the
charitable covenant on the land. How on earth did the
place survive for 75 years without all this desk work?

The management begins

Should any intervention be considered in these
imaginary idyllic places?

Human action in just visiting makes changes to a place.
On Blacka, during the years before the conservation
industry moved in, informal paths were made and beautiful
they could be, quite different underfoot from those used by
farm animals. The tree roots across the paths, the steady
pressure over time of feet on dead and dried bracken and
the way that grass responds to boot traffic make a unique
surface to walk on; each path has its own subtle character.
The appeal of this can be lost in a day when a herd of
conservation cattle marches through, obediently following
the requirements of a management plan.

Journal of the Wildland Research Institute
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The local Natural England officer, walking over Blacka
recently, told a friend that “Blacka is nothing without
conservation”. We experienced an alarming vision of 450
acres suddenly etherizing after a future government
slashes spending on quangos. Perhaps she meant
conservationists? Well, perhaps there is a role for such
people whose very reason for existing is the control they
exert over our landscapes? After all they are the ones who
know just how far their tentacles have spread.

e Wildland Research Institd
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Mike Townsend

In the Anthropocene

Maybe every generation feels it is living in momentous
times. Frequently circumstances turn out to not have been
as calamitous or exciting as was expected. Nonetheless
there is plenty to suggest that this is an unusual period. In
fact this has been described as an epoch making period
(Lewis, 2009); a new era of Earth history like that when
the dinosaurs disappeared, or during periods of great
glaciations. Some have called it the ‘Anthropocene’ era —
the era of humankind.

A feature of this new era, if that's what it proves to be, is
that the forces of nature to be reckoned with have been
summoned, at least in part, by events of our own making.
All this is now becoming a familiar litany; climate change,
species extinction, resources exploitation, and the rest,
although with each new projection of change the picture
painted seems more desperate.

These views are not unchallenged. Some believe
anthropogenic climate change is less of a problem than is
being portrayed or is taking a different path to that widely
suggested (Taylor, 2009). Indeed the next couple of
decades may cool as a result of natural underlying climate
cycles (Pearce, 2009). Equally the path of population
growth may confound predictions. However none of this
detracts from the uncertainty these issues create, nor
does it support a view that the way in which we have
treated the Earth can reasonably be described as
sustainable.

It is self-evidently true that we affect the world
we live in, we shape elements of it for our
purpose and we take from it for our needs. But
it’s not necessary that we determine every end
or that it conforms to the bureaucratic metrics of
rigid classification

In seeing ourselves as separate from nature, and more
particularly in control, we have succumbed to a deceitful
arrogance. Clinging to an unquestioning faith in progress
and the discovery of natural laws to give us dominion, we
have lately discovered the world is more complex. This
may be the opportunity to grasp that realisation to
construct a new understanding of our relationship with the
world around us.

Beyond nature reserves

Human progress has been bad news for biodiversity and
the world’s ecosystems. Certainly some things have faired
better than others, but despite the good intentions of
nature conservation” our efforts can hardly be said to
constitute  unqualified success. Traditional nature
conservation built on the establishment of representative
nature reserves in which wildlife might be insulated from
the outside world was probably never realistic. It was

+ . .

Nature Conservation is taken to mean the protection,
preservation, management, or restoration of wildlife and natural
habitats
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founded on the illusion of species
and ecological communities in a
static and unchanging world.

In recent years the concept of
‘landscape scale’ conservation has suggested a move
beyond nature reserves and prescriptive outcomes for
biodiversity. But there remains an enduring reluctance to
embrace a fundamental shift. Conversations seem
appended with the plea...’but not at the expense of
designated areas, nature reserves and ground hard
fought' - but also not as a way of clinging to or
resuscitating the old paradigm.

Landscape scale conservation is not simply about big
nature reserves. Biotic diversity requires that the
processes that support evolution and adaptation be
allowed as free a measure as possible (Mace et al., 1998).
This is true everywhere; in places we might regard as truly
wild, but also in the places where we live, in towns and
cities, on farms and in production forests. Landscape
scale conservation is about a different way of thinking, not
a bigger scale of doing.

The policies, institutional arrangements and models
developed for an era when climate change was not the
dominant discourse, no longer match the actions now
needed. And it is not whether or not one accepts the path
of climate change as predicted, simply that the discourse
has created an opportunity to recognise and communicate
complexity and uncertainty. That recognition should
foment a paradigm shift™, not a segueing from small
nature reserves to bigger, but a revolution in the way we
think about the world in which we live.

It feels like we are on a cusp. We must stop thinking about
nature conservation as one thing and everything else as
something disconnected and different. We are not going to
serve evolutionary adaptation and biodiversity by
stubbornly retaining a focus on site centred technical
solutions to problems that arise as a result of wider
factors. We must fundamentally change the basis on
which we formulate conservation action. In our age of
enlightenment and reasoning, of scientific rationality and
evidence based action, we have become mesmerised by
the need to know everything before doing anything.

We must accept uncertainty and temper the notion that we
can identify casual relationships and prescriptive
interventions for deterministic ends. The idea of managing
nature to provide services or meet specific (usually
subjective) outcomes through tightly causal relationships
betrays the lessons which should have been learnt.

Living in the wild

For me living in the wild is about everywhere. Richard
Louv (2005) in his book, Last Child in the Woods, defines
‘nature’ as natural wildness: “biodiversity, abundance -
related loose parts in a backyard or a rugged mountain

™ Paradigm shift in this context refers to the seismic shift in
perception and construction of understanding originally envisaged
by Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, not
the rather limp-wristed way in which it is frequently used
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ridge. Most of all, nature is reflected in our capacity to
wonder. Nasci. To be born”. His definition rejects including
everything as nature and natural, but also resists
restricting it to virgin forest and wilderness.

It is self-evidently true that we affect the world we live in,
we shape elements of it for our purpose and we take from
it for our needs. But it's not necessary that we determine
every end or that it conforms to the bureaucratic metrics of
rigid classification. In the end, in any case, this is self
deceit. Let us affect those things we can reasonably affect.
Canute’s folly should not be our own.

The United Nations Millennium Project describes
‘environmental security’ as ..."the proactive minimization
of anthropogenic threats to the functional integrity of the
biosphere and thus to its interdependent human
component (World Federation of UN Organisations); the
self-evident truth that we need the Earth in good health.
That can only be achieved by treading more lightly and
allowing the processes which shape evolution and
adaptation the space and freedom to operate. The space
is both the wild lands of moor and mountain, but also the
wild space within which we live; the freedom is the
removal of the constraint of deterministic end points.

Nature is both a product of a conceptual understanding
and physical reality; a mix of how we view our relationship
with nature, how we value it and how we behave towards
it. Let us have nature reserves and ‘wilderness’ areas
where human influence is less than elsewhere, but not as
a further unnecessary dialectic. If it is right in describing
wilderness that nature should follow a more self-
determined path then it is right elsewhere.

By displacing humankind from the dominant
position in the ecosystem and accepting the
limits of our knowledge and control we can
begin to transform the character of obligations
towards the natural world

By displacing humankind from the dominant position in the
ecosystem and accepting the limits of our knowledge and
control we can begin to transform the character of
obligations towards the natural world (Smith, 1998). It is
this which Aldo Leopold described when he called for a
land ethic which would change the role of Homo sapiens
from conqueror of the land-community to plain member
and citizen of it (Leopold, 1949).

It is both implausible and arrogant to believe we will
destroy nature, but we are corrupting its course. Whilst
science can help us in understanding the world around us
it is insufficient; if human society is the cause of much of
the loss of biodiversity and the rapidly changing climate,
then understanding and transforming society must lie
behind its resolution. Future nature is more than a
technical prescription for the delivery of a prescribed
action plan, and more than the satisfaction of consumer
preferences; it will be shaped by our attitude to nature, our
relationship with it, and an ethic which recognises the
fulfilment of wider obligations.

Leopold, A. 1949. A Sand County Almanac and sketches
here and there, London, Oxford University Press.

Lewis, S. 2009. A force of nature: our influential
Anthropocene period, Guardian 23rd July 2009, <
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cif-
green/2009/jul/23/climate-change-humanity-change>
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Wild Oceans — managing our own activities and not the sea

Mick Green, founder member of Friends of Cardigan Bay

The oceans are wild. Even my local bit of sea — Cardigan
Bay, shallow and partially enclosed by land as it is — can
be wild. There are many days when the bay is too wild to
put to sea, when waves are actively eroding the cliffs and
salt flies far inland.

We have damaged our oceans. We poisoned our oceans:
tried to make its larger wildlife, such as whales, extinct;
over-fished many species; made them more acid; and
made massive changes to long lengths of shoreline, but
they still feel wild. We haven't tamed them the way we
have tamed much of our land. We haven't enclosed them,
built in them to any large extent, and have only exploited
certain aspects of them.

So with 40% of our wilder marine habitats
designated under conservation regulations does
that mean the wild life is safe? Unfortunately, not

They are though, under pressure — we are trying to exploit
more and more aspects of them. From age old practices
such as fishing, to hydrocarbon exploration and now
newer forms of exploitation, such as renewable energy,
we are looking more and more to our oceans as we over
exploit our terrestrial resources.

Despite the fact that the increased pressures on our
oceans have been recognised for some time, wildlife
conservation in our oceans is behind terrestrial
conservation. In the UK we have had a framework for
protecting habitats and species since the 1949 National
Parks and Access to the Countryside Act, which first
brought in the concept that special areas should be
protected. Whilst the Act stated that National Parks could
be designated on land (and the definition included ‘land
that is covered by water’), and that it was our perceived
wilder areas that were designed to be protected, nobody
ever appears to have thought of designating marine parks.
The 1981 Wildlife and the Countryside Act made the
designation of Marine Nature Reserves possible.
However, the Act was found to be so complex to
implement that only two very small reserves — the sub sea
parts of Skomer and Lundy Islands - were ever
designated around Britain.

The coming of the European Birds Directive in 1979, and
then the Habitats Directive in 1992, finally gave us the
mechanism to designated protected areas at sea as
‘Special Protection Areas’ (SPA) or ‘Special Areas of
Conservation’ (SAC). Designations though were slow
coming. Few entirely marine SPA’s were designated — in
Welsh waters we only have Carmarthen Bay as a marine
SPA, designated to protect wintering flocks of Common
Scoter. We have fared better with SACs, with five
designated around the Welsh waters — and when
combined with the SPA, around 40% of Welsh territorial
waters have been designated.

Offshore we have yet to designate any sites. Initially the
Directives were not applied offshore (beyond the 12 miles
of territorial waters). However, following a Court case
brought by Greenpeace and the Whale and Dolphin
Conservation Society, it was ruled that the Directive needs
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to be applied within all the waters
of the UK's exclusive economic
zone — up to 200 miles offshore.
The government is currently
consulting on offshore sites for
SACs — once again the bird sites are yet to be looked at.

So with 40% of our wilder marine habitats designated
under conservation regulations does that mean the wild
life is safe? Unfortunately, not. This is due to a number of
reasons.

Firstly, limitations stem from the original transposition of
the Habitats Directive into UK law. This was done by
means of regulations and not primary legislation. For
terrestrial sites there was already an existing method of
legal site protection — the SSSI — and this was used as the
main basis to protect terrestrial SACs. At sea, no such
mechanism existed, and still does not. Instead, the
regulations proposed that “any authority having functions
relevant to marine conservation shall exercise those
functions so as to secure compliance with the
requirements of the Habitats Directive”. Basically, it is
business as usual, but authorities must ‘take account’ of
the habitats directive when making decisions. This has led
to clumsy committees of ‘Relevant Authorities’ running the
show. Whilst the Regulations place no one Authority in
charge, in practice there has been a ‘lead Authority’
nominated in servicing the groups of relevant Authorities.
These have been the under resourced local authorities in
the Welsh SACs.

Bottlenose dolphin in Cardigan Bay

Secondly, developments have continued within the SACs,
with the authorities apparently not treating them much
differently from the wider seas. For example, in Cardigan
Bay SAC - designated primarily for its population of
bottlenose dolphins - licences have been granted since
designation to a shellfish processing factory to discharge
quantities of shell waste directly into the SAC in Newquay.
In addition, the sea fisheries committee have granted
licences for scallop dredging across the site. Scallop
dredging is known to be highly destructive, and basically
ploughs through the whole of the sea bed. However, the
sea fisheries committee claimed that there was no direct
evidence that destroying the seabed would adversely
affect the dolphins! Perhaps not, but common sense says
that destroying part of the habitat on which the dolphin
depends is surely going to have an affect and should not
be allowed on a precautionary basis. This is now the
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subject of a complaint to Europe as it is clearly in breach
of the Directive.

The final proof that SAC designation confers no additional
protection in the marine environment came in January
2006. The Department of Trade and Industry (now the
Department of Energy and Climate Change) announced
the 24™ offshore oil and gas licensing round, which made
the whole of the UK section of the Irish Sea, including all
the SACs, available to oil companies to prospect for
hydrocarbons. Correspondence with the DTI confirms that
they do not consider SACs at all special or meriting any
different approach to the rest of the Irish Sea. Worryingly,
the Countryside Council for Wales and the other relevant
authorities did not even try to ask for them to be excluded
from the licensing round.

The third problem is the approach to conservation in both
the Directive and the way the UK has transposed it into
domestic regulations. It is essentially a reductionist
approach, based on the perceived wisdom that has
developed over 50 years of terrestrial conservation.
Within the wild area that is the oceans around our coast,
certain ‘sites’ were chosen for designation. On land, such
‘sites’ follow existing boundaries in most cases, as most of
our countryside is already divided up and enclosed. There
are no obvious boundaries at sea, so seemingly random
borders were chosen and lines drawn on maps. At sea it is
impossible to see these boundaries. Also, the sites are
designated for species or habitats that are listed within the
Directive. For marine habitats and species,these lists were
very limited, reflecting our lack of knowledge of the state of
our marine areas. The sites are then required to be
‘managed’ to protect these features.

The Welsh SACs were originally designated for a single or
limited number of features. For example, Cardigan Bay
SAC was designated for its population of bottlenose
dolphins and Pen Lleyn a Sarnau SAC was designated for
habitat features, and draft management plans were drawn
up accordingly. Before these could be implemented, a
review of the SACs concluded that further features should
be added — more or less any species or habitat listed in
the Directive that was to be found in the SAC was added
to the designation. This meant the management plans had
to be re-written to take account of these new features, and
these have only recently been completed.

Developing marine conservation should be an
ideal opportunity to take a different approach to
conservation —one in which wild nature is
allowed and encouraged and we don'’t set
targets of man-made outcomes. If we try and
control the marine ecosystems we will fail —our
knowledge base is too low and the seas are just
too wild to be managed

The very concept of ‘management is a very
anthropocentric and is a terrestrial approach. On land the
perceived wisdom has been to manage our nature
reserves — a species or habitat is chosen as good and the
site managed by often serious intervention to maintain the
site in a state decided by man — often this means fighting
against nature to preserve, for example, open areas
against the natural process of woodland development. |
would argue that this is inappropriate for many of our
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larger and wilder sites on land. At sea it is completely
inappropriate.

We cannot manage our marine environments — we can't
send in the conservation corps to coppice the kelp beds!
We cannot fence dolphins in to one area of sea. Recent
research has shown that the ‘resident’ dolphins from
Cardigan Bay range at least as far as the Anglesey coast
of North Wales. We need a different approach to marine
conservation. We need to manage our own activities —
nature can manage itself.

The forthcoming marine bill presents a glimmer of hope —
it proposes ‘spatial planning’ which may give us a better
mechanism to plan our activities at sea. It also proposes
an ‘ecosystem based’ approach which may be a way of
taking into account all features of a marine ecosystem.
However, it also gives us another layer of site
designations and | fear this will be the main way the Act
will be implemented.

Developing marine conservation should be an ideal
opportunity to take a different approach to conservation —
one in which wild nature is allowed and encouraged and
we don't set targets of man-made outcomes. If we try and
control the marine ecosystems we will fail — our knowledge
base is too low and the seas are just too wild to be
managed.

Mick Green is a Director of Ecology Matters
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Scotland’s forests — a possible view from 2054

Alan Watson Featherstone, Trees for Life

Looking back from the middle of the 21* century, it's hard
to remember that at the turning of the new millennium, just
over 50 years ago now, Scotland was still a mostly-
deforested land, with few natural ecosystems that were
self-sustaining and in good condition. At that time, sheep
still outnumbered people (with over 6 million sheep and
about 5 million people) and sitka spruce, a non-native
conifer from the west coast of Canada, was the most
numerous tree in the country, blanketing large swathes of
the land in uniform plantations that greatly outnumbered
the scattered remnants of the Caledonian Forest. Wildlife,
especially in the form of large mammals, was noticeable
mostly by its absence, although alien and weed species,
ranging from grey squirrels to exotic rhododendrons and
Japanese knotweed were abundant and spreading.

The awakening of environmental consciousness and
concern about wildland (and the lack of it in Scotland) that
had begun in the second half of the twentieth century was
still relatively nascent then. Conservation groups,
wilderness advocates and restoration practitioners were
still a small minority of the population, and although they
were beginning to be effective, the real results of their
efforts, and the effects those would have on the country
and culture as a whole, were not yet apparent.

The reintroduction of the European beaver in
2009 was undoubtedly a catalytic event that
captured the imagination of many and
represented a real breakthrough, as the first of
the country’s missing mammal species to be
reinstated

This is not to diminish or disparage the work that had been
done, because relatively small numbers of people had
indeed achieved a lot, including the reintroduction of the
sea eagle, and various projects to help restore some of
the remnants of the Caledonian Forest. However,
compared to the task that lay ahead, these promising
results were small in scale, and, for the most part, quite
localised.

It's important to remember too that conservationists then
were working in a very different cultural context than we
do today. At that time, the dominant world view and mind
set of governments, companies, and indeed the general
populace, was still very much fixated on the chimaera of
unlimited economic growth, which was pursued
unquestioningly by the vast majority of society, with little if
any thought to the consequences for future generations,
other species and natural ecosystems. It's hard for us now
to understand how so many people, all over the world and
in so many cultures, could have succumbed to the
propaganda and brainwashing that was promulgated by
governments, corporations, media and other institutions
then, that enabled the impoverishment and depletion of
the world’s ecosystems and species to reach the extreme
state that it did.

So how did we get from that sad and sorry position a mere
50 years or so ago, to where we are today? Looking back,
it's hard (and perhaps slightly unfair) to pick out one or a
few events, circumstances or people and organisations
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that contributed to what has
become known as ‘The Great
Turning’. The roots of the change
were in fact growing and gathering

strength in many places, even in the late 20™ century, but
quietly and out of sight from the mainstream media and
the mostly-negative world view that they reported on and
helped to sustain.

The growing numbers of people visiting the Highlands in
particular led to an increased awareness of the
ecologically-depleted state of the landscape, and the plight
of the Caledonian Forest and species such as the
capercaillie and red squirrel. From the 1980s onwards a
variety of mostly small scale forest restoration projects
were initiated, by conservation groups, private landowners
and government agencies. Special interest groups sprang
up for all sorts of organisms, from moths and dragonflies
to hedgehogs and badgers, and they began raising the
profile of their chosen species and initiating projects to
protect and restore their numbers.

This emergent environmental consciousness was
paralleled by, and indeed contributed to, the reassertion of
self-governance in Scotland, as symbolised by the
establishment of the Scottish parliament in 1999. That in
turn enabled crucial land reforms to take place, thereby
beginning the reversal of the centuries-long process of
disenfranchisement of the people from the land. As in
other parts of the world where indigenous people had
been forcibly removed from the land, the cultures (whether
they be Aborigines in Australia, First Nations Peoples in
Western Canada or crofters in the Highlands of Scotland)
had gone into serious decline and suffered all the well-
known problems of alcoholism, drug abuse, suicide and
disease. Recognition that this had taken place in Scotland
contributed to the movement to reclaim the land and return
it to health and balance through the process of ecological
restoration.

Caledonian pine forest

By the end of the first decade of this century, these initial
steps were beginning to mesh together, creating a
synergistic effect that would lead to a vast scaling up of
the effort to return the land and species to health again.
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